
Health and Social Care Delivery Research

Extended Research Article

The implementation of Safety Management Systems in healthcare: 
a systematic review and international comparison

Zhivko Zhelev,1†* Sian de Bell,1† Alison Bethel,1 Maria Clarke,1 Rob Anderson1  
and Jo Thompson Coon1

1Exeter HSDR Evidence Synthesis Centre, Department of Health & Community Sciences, University of Exeter Medical 
School, University of Exeter, Exeter, UK

†Joint first author

*Corresponding author Z.Zhelev@exeter.ac.uk

Published March 2025
DOI: 10.3310/QPLF8546

Plain language summary
The implementation of Safety Management Systems in healthcare: a systematic 
review and international comparison

Health and Social Care Delivery Research 2025; Vol. 13: No. 7
DOI: 10.3310/QPLF8546

NIHR Journals Library www.journalslibrary.nihr.ac.uk

https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3310/QPLF8546&domain=pdf
mailto:Z.Zhelev@exeter.ac.uk


ii

NIHR Journals Library www.journalslibrary.nihr.ac.uk

PLAIN LANGUAGE SUMMARY: THE IMPLEMENTATION OF SAFETY MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS IN HEALTHCARE

Plain language summary

What is this review about?

In health care, errors can cause serious harm to patients or others. Other high-risk industries, such as aviation, have 
improved safety by using an approach called a safety management system. These systems focus on four key areas:

1.	 Having a plan for safety and someone to lead it.
2.	 Having a system to identify and reduce risks.
3.	 Having a system to monitor and improve how safe the organisation is.
4.	 Training and encouraging staff to make the organisation safer.

To work well, safety management systems need to be specific to the industry where they are being used, so this 
review asked:

How are safety management systems being used in health care?

What studies are included?

We included evidence from Australia, Canada, Ireland, the Netherlands and New Zealand because their healthcare 
systems are similar to the United Kingdom’s. We included policy documents, research papers and accounts of patient 
and staff experiences.

What are the main findings?

Only the Netherlands had a patient safety programme that used a safety management system approach. The 
programme improved some areas of patient safety, but this varied between and within hospitals.

Some of the four areas of a safety management system were found in the patient safety policies of the other 
four countries.

What do the findings mean?

While only the Netherlands used a safety management system approach, the four main areas could be identified in the 
approaches of the other countries. In all included countries, patient safety policy and practice are changing as a result of 
new ideas about how to improve safety.

Stakeholder and public and patient involvement

Experts from patient safety organisations in each country and public collaborators provided feedback throughout 
the project.

How up to date is this review?

The review was based on documents published between 2007 and 2023.
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